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How sudden are the changes of temperature in winter! One may
go confidently to the theatre without an overcoat to find arctic
conditions prevailing by the end of the last act. In an hour, the snow
can fall so heavily and freeze so quickly that parked cars become
embedded igloos by the sidewalk. The Removal Squads roar out
into desperate action, knowing how much harder will be their task
as the freezing hours continue to pass. When the ice becomes steel
and pickaxes are of no avail, only a rise of temperature can make
the roads safe for the traveller.
A typical day gives the effect of pristine clarity. The sky is sunny
and piercing blue. The wind blows in unexpected gusts. At each
corner is the scimitar of draught. At 20th Street a woman in a
racoon coat and white tennis shoes is waiting for something, and, as
if for her especial delight, as reward for her patience, a long strip of
cellophane ribbon, escaped maybe from a factory window, is flashing
in tortured swirls before her. In the gusty breeze, it forms arabesques
in true baroque manner. In the sunlight it flashes like a knife, like
a swordfish. Incongruous in the setting of hard poverty and utili-
tarian emptiness, against the relentless brick walls, the torn posters,
the overflowing refuse cans and spattered pavements, this quicksilver
phenomenon is as beautiful as lightning, with as little afiinity to
this world.
In the high wind, shirts, pyjamas, underclothes, sheets and other
ghostly manifestations of pink, mauve and white flutter on the
lines, garlanded from window to fire-escape. Each day the washing
takes on a varying personality. To-day the gusts make the empty
clothes dance gaily, and there are many of them. Another day
they are sparse in number, and they hang, elongated and forlorn,
flapping dolefully.
New York dirt is gritty and less clinging than the greasy grime of
London. The atmosphere looks so clean that it is only when you
leave open your windows, and the sill becomes black with dirt, or,
when you walk down the street and are likely to be interrupted by
a large lump of grit in your eye, that you discover that the city is
probably dirtier than any other.
Pet dogs wear coats, chauffeurs fur coats, the policemen's ears are
[28]